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Adolescent coital activity and the attendant risk of 
pregnancy is a problen vith far-reaching itplications. The aia of 
this study was to investigate the influence of family variables on 
adolescent sexual behavior and contraceptive practices. More 
specificallyt the research question was: Could a set of 
parent-adolescent interpersonal variables be identified which would 
differentiate sexually active user (A0) r sexually active non-users 
lANtll t and sexually non-^active non-users (NAN0) of contraception? 
Subjects were MS fenales from a clinic setting— faaily planning and 
prenatal clinics— and 40 from a non-clinic setting. An attempt was 
■ade to obtain both black and white Ss from several social class 
levels, and data was collected fro» a questionnaire sent out to 
subjects. It was noteworthy that six of the eight scales which net 
the statistical criterion dealt with father-daughter relations while 
only two dealt with mother-daughter relations. It seems likely that 
type of paternal discipline, and father-daughter connunication and 
joint activity may be key variables to understanding and predicting 
adolescent females* coital and contraceptive behavior. (Author) 
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Adolescent coil:aT actix If/ anvl ':tu' atte.idant of pregnancy is a 

problem with jrar.-reaching ImpXicai-loiis . Evidently it is a problem which 
is increasing in frequency, '^,antner and Zelnik (1972) studied a national 
sample of 4,240 adolescent females aged 15-19 and reported an increase 
in coital behavior. An increase ir^ tho :Jncidcnce of illegitimate 
prcgnancioa among adolescents aged 15"19 has also bcijiv documented (Outright, 
1972; National Center for Health Rt.itistic!? . 1968) , 

Gradually there have b^en ch.m^es in public, sxid professional concern 
fof^ ay»d provision of, coTJtraceptiVft service,? for adolescents (Goldsmith^ 
1909} House and Goldsmith, 19"2j Li icoln., 1972; Hdrfn, 1970} Pomeroy, 1972). 
Roccnt changes in state lav;s .Uicrf-asingly permit the provision of 
conti*aceptive information !?r>d sevvict^f to any p^>r90" requesting them, 
regardless of age, marital status or parity CPilpGl and Wechsler, 1969, 1971) # 
Changes in attitudes and laws which permit the provision of contraceptive 
information and services are probably helpful* However, the need for further 
O . study of variableff which influence *»do1esof»nt sexual activity avid contraceptive 
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usage is clcrrly evident. Moat studies' have focusisd primarily on demographic 
variables (Goldsmith, etal,, 1973} Kantner and Selnik, 1973$ Tyler, 1970)* 
Few data are availaole on interpersonal variableb and. especially familiaj. 
variables, x^hlch m'ay help explain adolescent sexual activity and their need 
for, or use of contraception. 



1?apc:r presented at the National Council of Family Relations, St» Louis, Mo», 
October, 1974. 
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I'urstenberg (1971) i.avestigated communication about sex and contraception' 
by 337 girls from a clinic (sowe of. theSs were pregnant) and 308 of their 
mothers ♦ All Ss were under the age of 18 and two-thirds were under 16; 
iiearly 96% were black, Discussion of birth control by mothers a;id their 
daughters was related to the likelihood of contraceptive usage. Provision 
of specific instructions o;i contraceptive usage, especially on contraceptive 
techniques which required the female to assume responsibility, was associated 
with contraceptive usage. On the other hand, when instructions were vague, 
the rate of contraceptive usage was little higher than when nothing at all 
had been said. Maternal knowledge of female adolescents! sexual activity 
and a "stable, rovnantic relationship" with a male were also positively related 
to contraceptive usage. Furstenberg (1971) concluded that "the family can 
and. does play a part in transmitting expactations about birth control use" 

(r, 107\ 

A relation was reported bet^^een adolescent females* coital experience and 
their living arrangements in Kantner and Zelnik's (1972) national sample. 
Ss living alone had the highest incidence of coital experience (74%) while 
those living in households headed by their natural fathers had the lowest 
rate (22%) . Coital rates for adolescents living in families headed by their 
mothers was 'Mi the comparable percentage for families headed by women other 
than their mothers was 59. Sa who confided in their parents were 
substantially less likely to have coitus than those who did not confide, but 
the percentage declined as Ss* age increased. 

In a later analysis of the 1342 sexually- active adolescent females from 
the original sample, Kantner and Zelnik (1973) found that Ss living out of the 
home were the most likely to use contraception consistently. Sexually-active 
adolescent females who were least likely to use contraceptives were those 
who lived in a household headed by a woman other than their mothers', 



consistent contraceptive usage was onXy slightly higher in households 
headed by girls! fathers. To be noted, however, is that when age and 
education variables were controlled, differences in contraceptive usage by 
living arrangement became negligible, and no relationship was found be^t;een 
imminence of marriage plans and contraceptive practices. 

Sorenson (1973) reported that family closeness and laclc of privacy 
were given by oyer 50% of the female Ss as reasons for not using 
contraceptives, . 

The aim of the preseiit study. was to investigate further the influence of 
family variables on adolescent sexual behavior and contraceptive practices. 
More specifically, the reseaich question was: Could a set of parent- 
adolescent interpersonal variables be identified which would differentiate 
sexually active users (AU), sexually active non-users (ANU) and sexually 
non-active non-users (NANU) of contraception? 

ME'j;!lODS 

Measurement of Variables 

Existing literature, personnel who were directly involved in family 
planning services for adolescents, a researcher in the field of adolescent 
contraception, and adolescent females were sources for developing items which 
were included in the questionnaire. Since premarital coitus may be considered 
deviant behavior (e.g. Reiss, 1970), a decision was made to include some items 
which Nye (1958) had used in his study of family relations and juvenile 
delinquency. 

Eight scales, comprised of 4-13 items each and having provisional weights 
assigned for scoring, were used to measure parent-adolescent relations. 
Variables measured included} frequency of parent-adolescent communication 

10 itemsxy on specific topics'^ attitudes of Ss and Ss' perceptions of 
parental attitudes toward parent-daughter- cojtmiunication (5 items)} frequency 



03e spGcific Indications of affection toward Ss by their parents (9 items)} 
frequency of nelectecl types of aisciplincs of Ss by their parents (10 items) j 
acceptance or rejection of and by parents of S,s (X3 items); amount of freedom 
and responsibility granted Ss by their parent- s (11 Items); Ss' perception of 
their parents' attitudes toward their daughters' possible sexual and 
contraceptive practices (A items); and one item each on Ss' perception oi* 
degree of rapport between them and their parents^ frequency of parental 
affection toward Sa, and whether parents Unew Ss had had coital experience. 

Coital status, age of first coital experience, incidence of p'-'eS'^ai^cy, 
childbirth and abortion, and use or no.i-use of various types of contraception 
were determined^Jhree criterion groupings were used ;ln data analyses: 
active user (AU) j active non-user (ANU) ; and non'-active non-user (NANU) . 

Selection of Subjects 

Available resources and the nature of the data sought precluded having a 
probability sample from a known universe. Efforts were tnade to obtain 
sexually active and non-active females from both clinic and non-clinic 
populr.tiono, as well as users and non-users of contraception. An 
attempt was also made to obtain both black and white Ss from several social 
clcss levels. TVie clinic population was obtained from several family 
planning and prenatal clinics} one in a university town of about 50,000; one 
in a nearby rural community; and five in counties which comprise a large 
metropolitan area. Non-clinic Ss were obtained from residents of several 
middle-class neighborhoods in the town of 50,000; from an upper-mtddle-class 
neighborhood in the suburbs of a large city; and ftom an upper middle-class 
protestant church youth group of a college tovm In a predominantly rural 
area. 



Data Co llect Io n 

Procedures varied slightly by setting, but in all instances the purpose 
of the study was explained to Ss, the voluntary nature of^participation 
and absolute confidentiality were emphasized, the importance of candor in 
responding was stressed, and parental permission for Ss* to participate 
was sougrit. Assistance in reading the queacionnaire was provided' to 
approximately 20^s who read slowly or with difficulty. Five health 
educators, a social worker, twp health aides, and one adolescent assisted 
the investigators in data collection, Of 116 questionnaires that were 
distributed 113 were returned and 85(75%) were usable} unusable 
questionnaires were either incomplete or from persons beyond the age limit 
of 17. There were 45 clinic Ss and 40 non-clinic Ss, 

Description of Subjects 

The mean age of Ss was 16, with a range of 12-17 years. Fifty-six 
percent were white} 43% were black. Education ranged from 5-12 with a 
mode of 10. Both parents resided in the home of 47^s (3 of who were 
stepparents)} 24 lived with mother only} 1 with father only} 3 with 
guarcians} 7 were married} and 2 were cohabiting, Parents* education had 
a mode of either high school attendance or graduation from high school, 
with a range from elementary school only to post-graduate study, There 
were 28 blue-collar fathers and 25 white-collar} 36 mothers were employed 
full-time white 34 were housewives} 26 fathers were absent. Ten Ss were 
from a large city} 41 from a to\m of about 50,000} 16 were from suburbs} 
18 were rural residents, About 66% lived In privately owned homes} 13 
lived in federal apartment projects} 9 lived in other apartments and 6 
lived in trailers, 
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Nearly 70% of Ss had their first menstrual period at age 12 or 13, 
three at age 10, 13 at age 11, five at age U, and four at age ISj one 
who was 13 had not had her first menstrual period. About 70% had had 
coitus at lea^t once at the mean age of 14 and one Ss had begun coitus 
at age 8. T\7enty-four Ss had been pregnant} nine had delivered babies; 
four had an abortion; and 11 were still pregnant. All wlio had babies 
kept them. Sixteen Ss were engaged; 15 were going steady; 18 were 
dating one person but not going steady; 15 were dating several persons; 
14 vrere not dating,. 

The majority of clinic Ss were slightly older (78% were 16 or 17) 
than non-clinic Ss (46% were 16 or 17; 48% were 14 or 15). A larger 
percentage of clinic Ss were black (56% vs 30% non-clinic population), 
More clinic than non-clinic Ss were on welfare or had parents in blue 
collar occupations. Most cliiTic Ss were AU's (73%) or ANU's (22%) who 
had come to a family planning or prenatal clinic. Of the non-clinic 
Ss, 15% were AU's; 25% were ANU's had 57% were' NANU ' s There was one 
NAU S in both the clinic and non-clinic populations; these were excluded 
from the study. 

KESULTS 

criterion Scales Identified . As Table 1 shows, six scales yielded F values 
above the criterion of 1.5 for sexually A vs NA groups of Ss; five of 
the scales measured father"daughter variables while one scale measured 
a mother-daughter variable. 
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Vathta r- Pauf ^htGr Variables ♦ Six of the eight scales whose analyses 
exceeded the criterion value F « 1,5 measured father-daughter variables 
(see Table 1). 

^''ather'jJPjr^^ej^fJD^^^^ Father's discipline was the scale which 

discriminated most reliably between A and NA Ss, but did not discriminate 
b«-cwMeii or> cti.J NUs of contracGtilives (Ccc Table 1). Within the scal'^. 
T&bl'.? 2 sh;)ws that 3 of the 10 items on discipline were judged statistically 
acceptable for reporting j they were? "not letting me go to social events," 
. "not letting me visit friends," and "doesn't punish me but discusses the 
problem." ^*.6^t-o--fi-to- times more As than NAs (53% of AUs, 31% of ANUs 
vs 1.0% of NANUS) indicated that their fathers disciplined them by not 
permitcmg diem to actend social events ♦ Sim;tlarly, about J««r-4ty-ftVC 
times more As than NAs (48% of AUs, 38% of ANUs vs 10% of NANUs) indicated 
that their .rathnrs prevented them from visiting friends as a form of 
discipline A similar trend toward less punitive discipline for NAs was 
indicated by 94% of the NANUs who reported that their fathers discussed 
problems with them rather than punishing them, as compared to 67% of 
A'NiUs and 59% of AUs. 

Father-Dauahter Communication . Communication between father and 
daughter was the only scale which discriminated to an acceptable 
degree of reliability between both As and NAs and Us and NUs of 
contraceptives (see Table 1). However, none of the analyses of the 10 
individual items resulted in statistically acceptable chi square values. 
Of a possible 36 points (range « 9-36) , th" mean «ommunication scores 
for Us and NUs of contraceptives were 15*6 and 19. 5 respecti^^ 
Comparable mean scores for As and NAs were 16.9 and 20.2. 
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Fa t her ; *D a u glit e^^^ Ac c t anc e e c 1 1 o r i ♦ Mutual acceptance or rejection 
by father axicl daughter was the third most reliable scale in discriminating 
between As and NAs, but It was statistically unreliable in discriminatitig 
between Us and Nils* Only 1 of the 13 items, the one relating to fathers 
respecting theird-mghter^s opiriions and juclgmerts, was statistically 
acceptable (see Table TO . Wlien the four response categories were collapsed 
into two (seldon o - never j some-times or often), 90% of the NANUs, 69% of 
the ANUs and 62% o? the Alls reported that their fathers respected their 
opinions and judgments # 

Fa th er-Do uffh t e r A f f o c t i o n . 'xhe fourth ••ranking scale in discrimination 
between As and NAs was affection} the scale did not discriminate between 
Us and NUs* Only one of the r»ight items, that of fathers taking their 
daughters pU^ces, ^'as statistically acceptable (see Table 2)* When the 
four ref?p'^'nf?o c^nt^ffnTl Trfr»*i*fn rr»<lii/;»od to fr't.TA^ 68% of the NAMUs, 36% of the 
ANUs and 25% of the AUs indicated that their fathers often took them 
places* 

F ath er^Daur^h tor Conf 1 i c t , Tlie fifth and last scale to discriminate 
between As and NAs was on conflict j it top failed to discriminate between 
Us and NUs, None or the 10 individual items yielded acceptable chi square 
valines* Of 4b possible pointu (range « 10-40), mean total scores on this 
scale were 18*7 and 16,8 for As and NAs respectively. 

Fa th er **Daugh t R appoy t * A single iteir was used to obt^lin a global 
rating of rapport* \^lien four response categories were collapsed to two, 
more AUs (17%; and iuWs (36%) than NANUS (none) Indicated that generally 
they did not get along well with their fathers, 
M pth e r>^ Daught yariables * 

Only two of eight possible scales, had results which exceeded the 
criterion value F «^ liS for mother-daughter relations* As shown in Table 2^ 
only one item on each of the two scales had statistically significant chi 
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s<}uare values* 

Mo fflera* Attitudes Toward Ss| SeKual E c-!hav .lo r a nd C ontraceptive 
Practices , Table 1 shows that maternal attitudes toward Ss' possible 
sexual and contraceptive practices was the scale which discriminated 
most reliably between Us vs^ NUs of coatracepfj on A comparable result 
was not obtained for As vs NAs<- On only 1 of 11 itcfua was there a 
statistically sigiiificant value at tho a|pKa .05 level; more of the ANTJs 
(61%) tban either AUs (24%) or NANUs (26%) perceived that their mothers 
would be angry or hurt or would kick them out of the house if they knew 
their daughters used contraceptives (r:iec Trblo 2),, 
F ather ^^A^^ 

As .part of a larger study of the samo those living with both 
parents x^ere compared with ^s who lived, in houtjeholds headed by their 
mof*hArs or by p f^^male guardian* t/^l^rs of th^ sc^ruallv ticn-nctlvci Sc 

** • p •■ turn 

(73,9%) lived with both parents, while 507a of the AUs and 20% of the 
ANUs had absent fathers (X^«5.60} df«2', £=.06). 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 
Father "Dau g h t er Rel a t i.ons 

It is noteworthy that six of the eight scales which met the statistical 
criterion dealt with father-daughter relations while only two dealt with 
mother-daughter relations « This finding is similar to that of Kantner and 
Zelnik (1972, 1973) and strongly suggests the importance of the father's 
role in adolescent daughters' coital and contraceptive behavior « 

It seems lllcely chat fathers* type of discipline, father-daughter 
communication and joint activities by fathers and daughters may be key 
variables to understanding and predicting adolescent females' coital and 
contraceptive behavior, bindings from the present study permit a tentative 
conclusion that tmitually satisfying father-daughter interaction, effective 
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conmiunication, wuttuaX acceptmice and, affection, and perhaps the severity 
of dlv^clpliiae are invors^Xy rolatad to both coital activity and to 
contraceptive usage, 

jjliould the present findings prove to be relialle in future research, 
ft leart one rather tough problem is readily apparent for thossi who 
c .-e jopce-ned with the v/elfaro of adolescents; how can pregnancy be 
prevented in sexually active adolescewit females whose relatioiiships v/ith 
tueii.' fativera iT.ay discourage contraceptive usage? A second problem 
waich "-e.;.* "-.vi Unji; froja the present study is x^jliether ways can be found 
to improve the experiences which fathers and daughters hav*^ with each 
tchcr and which adolescent females have with males other than fathers, 
jiomt' fcuthwrs and caughters may wish to relate more effectively to each 
ether, bui* not know how. It seems probable that ineffective relating to 
f'.ie another precedes adolescence, and may become more acute in 
implications as reproductive maturity is reached ♦ Ineffectual father- 
daughtjer relations may generalize to female-male relations outside the 
famUy and may have very direct bearing on social problems such as 
unwanted pregnancies and unwise early marriages. 
Mother"paught6r Relations i ' 

Tlie scarcity of mother "daughter variables which differentiated among 
adolescent Ss for either coital activity or contraceptive usage is 
puaallttg. Tlie hints which are provided from the present study suggest that 
mother«daughter conflict over sex per se may help to explain why some scales 
especially those on affection, communication, and acceptance-rejection, 
were not statistically .reliable* the conflict may cancel out differences 
which othen7i8e might appear. \)hat is knowi is that 61% of the ANU's 
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feared that theU tnptbers would be angry or hurt or would kick them out 
of the house if It were known that daughters used contraceptives, 
(implicitly, maternal disapproval probably would have occurred had mothers 
known of their daughters' coital activities.) The small number of Ss and 
the low statistical reliability of mother-daughter findings warrant caution 
In intwrp*:«tation, but it seems notewv.vl.U> -h*:,t:, as with father'- dau^hur 
relations, mother-daughter relations may be such as to reduce the 
likelihood of adolescent females using contraceptives even though they are 
sexually active. Wliat can be done about such a problem deserves our most 
careful and imn\ediate attention and action, 

In conclusion, it must be remembered that the present study was 
expioracory, There are some leads as to what ailgai: deserve investigatluu 
In the future, and there are some inferences- which may be drawn by persons 
who provide, or who wish to provide, needed services to adolescent clients 
regarding coitus and contraception. One of the most pressing concerns is 
that of identifying needed services for sexually-active, non-users of 



contraception, and how those services are to be provided and financed, 
Another pressing concern is what services might be extended to parents of 
adolescents, and especially to fathers, to help them deal realistically 
and sympathetically, with their adolescents' sexuality. Although the 



clear that their needs must be taken into account more in the future 
than has been done in the past. 




present study provided no data on male adolescents, lu seems transparently 
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